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Early Years 


I was born on March 22"4, 1881, of Protestant parents, 


the second son of a family of three. My mother’s early 
death*was soon’ followed by that of my father and, at the 

exw age of twelve, I was an orphan. ae 

+ My mother’s brothers thereupon decided that it would be 
Wiser to liquidate the prosperous business wlfich had be- 
longed first to ay grandfather, and later to my father, 
believing that in this way we children could be better 
<prepared for life without having to call upon anyone for 
help. 


Our uncles were not indifferent to our fate; nevertheless, 
the way in which they made me become self-reliant very 
early in life made me acquire the habit of looking after 
my possessions and, looking back; T believe that it is to 
this that much of my success is due. 

We were placed in a boarding school of excellent repute 
where we received that sound education so necessary to 
the man who has to make kis own way in the world, I 
showed particular liking for mathematics and languages 
and this inclination drove me to trayel and work in fer- 
eign countries, I began my career as an apprentice in’ a 
very important firm of pearl exporters whose sales organ- 
ization coyered the whole world. The experience gained 
there has proved invaluable throughout my career. 

In the year 1900, I went to La Chaux-de-Fonds, to work 


as English correspondent and clerk with Messts. Cuno Kor- 


ten, 49, rue_Léopold Robert, at a monthly salary of. ~ 


frs, 80.— (about £ 3 rss. inethe currency of the time). 

This firm has now closed down (the Head having left 
Switzerland) but at that time it was a big concern export- 
ing about one million francs worth of watches annually; 
all grades of watches were dealt with, although only a 


small proportion was manufactured by the firra itself. My 
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work there provided an excellent opportunity to study the 
watchmaking industry closely and to examine every type 
of watch préduced both in Switzerland and abroad, 

In 1903, T settled in Eondon, again working for a good 
watchmaking firm which has also long since closed down. 
Two things struck me most forcibly about my new em- 
ployers: on the one hand their commercial competence 
and, on other, their lack of*specialization. I soon gained 
confidence in myself and, in 1905, at the age ef twenty- 
four, decided to set up in business alone, feeling that my 


ar, oe . 
training and education had prepared me to stand on my 


“own. . 


The winning of the first round 


The first result of this detision was the founding, in May 
1905, of the firm styled Wilsdorf‘s Davies, ‘83 Hatton 
Gardens, London E.C., with a modest capital at its dis- 
posal. For fourteen years I undertook the financial side 
and managership of our concern, From the very outset, 
our success was assured by‘our fundamental policy to 
trade only in speciality horological products and especially 
in new lines, f : 
The first speciality we adopted was the travelling ‘watch, 
called the portfolio watch, cased: in the finest quality 
leathers; this line I immediately placed in large quantities 
on the market, the range covering every possible style 
and design. However, even at that time, my chief con- 
cern was the wristlet watch to which I devoted ail my 
youthful energy and an optimism which has never been 
belied. * ‘ 

At that period, the wristlet watch was not at all popular; 
in fact it was an object of derision, the idea of wearing 
a watch on one’s wrist being conta to the conception 
OF masculinity. Then, too, watchmakers allover the world 


remained sceptical as to its possibilities and believed that 


10 


« 


ml 


this new-fangled object was bound to prove a failure. 
Their arguments against the wristlet_ watch were, inter 
alia, the fellowirg: Firstly, the mechanism required by this 
type of watch must Of necessity be small and delicate and 
it could therefore never withstand the violent gestures of 
hand and arm. 
Secondly, dust and damp would rapidly spoil the me- 
chanism, even if it were all constructed. 
Thirdly, accyracy and regularity of working could never 
be obtained with so small a movement. 
In spite ‘of all this, I kept my faith in the wristlet watch 
and was determined to see what could be done in England, 
that country of sportsmen par excellence. It seemed to me 
that here my chances of success were the greatest. 
The task I undertook meant the overcoming of enormous 
difficulties. And yet to-day, after forty years of striving, 
it seems to me that I have surmounted fféfifand I believe 
that, in so doing, I have contribued to the development of 
‘ 


the watchmaking. industry in general. 


€ 
The wristlet watch, turning-point of my career 


© The Swiss watchmaking industry has benefited greatly by 


the introduction of this new product, more so than that 
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of other countries, because it was in a better position to 
follow the rapid rise and development of this modern 
fashion. Generally speaking, the wristlet watch was bound 
to bring about a certain revolution in the industry: 
it naturally eeesetl an increase in sales, not only on ac- 


count of its novelty, but also'because by its very nature 


it called for more frequent renewal. More exposed to dam- 


age than the pocket watch, it was not of a type to be- 
come a “family heirloom” handed down from father to 
son for several generations. Apart from this, being worn 


on the wrist, it was destined to become, more than any 
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of its predecessors, a modish accessory, an object submit- 
ted to the vagaries of fashion, that is to say, calling for 
change and varie. Again, the wristlet watch is the type of 
article of which eack individual likes to have not only 
one, but several; men and, still more, women wish to have 
a selection of watches suitable for different occasions, for 
work or the social round, or to harmonize with their 
attire, 

I had very early realized the manifold possibilities of the 
wristlet watch and, feeling sure that they would material- 
ize in time, I resolutely went on my way. Rolex was 
thus able to get several years ahead of other watch manu- 
facturers who persisted in clinging to the pocket watch 
as their chief product. 

In 1902, during my stay at La Chaux-de-Fonds, I heard 
that Hermann Aegler of Bienne had started the regular 
and mechanized manufacture of ébauche$(or ough move- 
ments) for a small lever® escapement movement. My 
interest even then had been roused by this innovation and, 
as the mechanism had proved very successful from a tech- 
nical point of view as well as being accessible in price, 
I had got into touch with the head of the firm in view 


of launching this article in England and elsewhere. 
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After founding my firm in r905, J went to Bienne and 


placed with Hermann Aegler the largest order ever booked 
for wristlet watches at that time. The order amounted 
to several hundred thousand Swiss francs. ; 

This was the-ft step forward in our climb to success 
with aeiiohe indeed, the factdry in Bienne is closely con- 
nected, Over a very long period I travelled to Bienne from 
London several times a year, bringing my collaborators 
new and personal ideas, demanding that they be realized. 
is this way, hundreds of models were conceived and , 


launched on Empire markets and in the Far East, The new 
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fashion in watches became extremely popular, in Australia 
and New Zealand especially. . 

There was-so mutch to be done, however. In fact, I may 
say that I had to start‘from scratch. The first line I placed 
‘on the market was a series of silver watches with leather 
straps for men’s and ladies’ wear, Their success was im- 
mediate and the range had to be widened as soon as the- 
first models came out, so I presented a selection of designs 
in gold. : 

Next came the idea of the expanding bracelets, which an 
important jewelry firm invented and launched in about 
1906. This too won the approval of our British clientele. 
From that time on, our little gold watch became increas- 
ingly popular throughout the Empire. And this is how 
both a new fashion and a great commercial success sprang 
from an apparently foolhardy idea. Soon we were 
placing orders for tens of thousands of ffécesand, to the 
uninformed, must have appeared extremely audacious 
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young people. 


t 
“What's in a name?” 


« By 1908, Wilsdorf & Davis had become one of the leading 


firms in the British watch trade. It was time to think of 
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giving our watches a name of their own, a trade namewhich 
could be inscribed on the dials, As a matter of fact, such 
an innovation ran counter to a vefy old tradition of the 
English watch trade. Ever since the XVIIIth century, the 
leading watch importers of the country had always in- 
sisted on featuring their own name and no other oa the 
dials or mo6¥ements and, when I came forward with my 
new idea, the opposition I encountered seemed insuperable. 
However, I was well aware that, unless I succeeded in 
making our watch known under its own name, our pros- 
pects would be limited. The name chosen proved in itself 
an excellent point in our favour. “Rolex”—a, short yet 


significant word, not cumbersome on the dial (thus 
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leaving room enough for the inscription of the English 
trader’s name) and, above all, a, word easy to memorize. 
It has a pleasant sound and its pronunciation remains un- 
yaried in whatever European language it is spoken. 

Despite the qualities of this trade name, it took twenty 
years of hard work to make the idea acceptable in Eng- 
land, At first, I ventured to inscribe it on one watch in 
every six; the it appeared on’ two, and later three, in 
every six. This half victory was still unsatisfactory and 
we knew, that it “would take many more years to obtain 
the desired result. Tired of waiting, in 1925, I decided to 
launch the “Rolex” tradé mark by means of an intensive 
advertising campaign. The policy entailed annual ex- 
penditure of more than £ 12,000—not for one year alone, 
but for several in succession. One of the results thus ob- 


° 
tained was that dealers agreed first that four, and later 


five, out of every six watches should bea: the,name of 
- = . 


“Rolex” ° 
* 2 

At last, in 1927, the waterproof “Rolex-Oy’ster” was 

launched and we were then in a position to announce de- 


finitely that in future not one of our watches would ever 


* again leave our works without our name on the dial, in- 


side the case and on the movement. 
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In the same year, certain watch dealers were selected in 
each town (one or more according to the size of the local- 
ity), to whom a sales monopoly on our , watches was 
granted. In order to help theseadealers, we devised special ° 


window displays which soon became known throughw: 


- . 


© 


_ the whole of England and gave the buying public great: 
pleasure. ‘Their chief feature was an aquarium forming 
a centre-piece in which, among the water plants and gold- 
fish, was plunged the “Oyster”—the watch as watertight 
as an oyster. 


‘ 


Another red-letter day in the developrhent of our 
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firm, was when a small Rolex wristlet watch, 25 mm 
in diameter, won a Class “\A’% Certificate at the famous 
Kew Observatory? This was on July rsth, 1914, a day I 


shall never forget. © 


om. 


A hard blow 


When the first World War broke out in 1914, the wristlet 
watch had already won the favour of the Anglo-Saxon 
public. Up to wate London was our export centre for 
every market in the world. Indeed, by 1914, our firm had 
grown to such an extent, that we were occupying a large 
suite of offices and hada pay-roll of more than sixty em- 
ployees. However, when in the next year a 337/s % 
customs duty was suddenly decreed by the British Govern- 
ment, we found ourselves faced with the necessity of 
transferring our export organization seour own offices 
in Bienne which we had opened three years previously in 
order to facilitate gur very close business relations with 
Mr. Aecgler, 


From that time on, our headquarters at Bienne became the 


e 


eentral checking and reception offices for all watches 


destined for’ export to London and elsewhere. 
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A new departure 

It was in 1919 that I finally founded sat Geneva, in the 
offices we still occupy to-day, eur present company, the 
Rolex Watch Co. Ltd., of which I am sole proprietors “*¥ 
This decision was taken in order to enable our Bienne 
factory to devote itself entirely to the manufacture of 
watch movements, while we in Geneva could design and 
launch our watches according to the traditional style of 
the “City of Watchmaking”. In other words, the Rolex 
movement is made in Bienne, but the Rolex watch is a 
Genevan creation. In Geneva, too, every detail of the 
moyement is submitted to yet another careful and most 
minute checking. 

The years immediately following the first Great War, 
indeed until 1926, proved extremely difficult for the 


watchmaking investry_as a whole, and yet Rolex con- 


tinued to prosper and to consolidate its position on world ‘ 


7 8 ow * + i 
markets, This privilege must be attributed to the firm’s 
preponderance in the manufacture of quality and preci- 


sion wristlet watches. 
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The secret of success 


On looking back into the past, I find that, in developing 

and extending my business, I have always had certain 

aims in mind, a course from which I never deviated. Per- 

haps these ie could be summarized as follows: 

1) To create watch eee for, men and 
women. 

2) To standardize a range of movements df different 
sizes. 5 

3) To obtain so high a degree of quality, that our watches, 
whatever the caliber, should be recognized as “chrono- 


A 
meters”*by the Observatories. 


4) To give current models the benefit of the results and 
improvements obtained with specially constructed high 
precision specimens. abla 

5) To maintain this high degree of.precision by protecting 
the movement against the penetration of dust and txco~ 
purities, a danger to which the wrist watch is particu- 
larly exposed. 

This last point presented a problem which could only be 

solved by protecting the movement against all outside in- 

fluences. To my technical assistants, my constant refrain 
was, from the earliest days: “We must succeed:in making 

a watch case so tight that our movements will be perman- 

ently guaranteed against damage, caused by dust, per- 

spiration, water, heat and cold. Only then will the perfect 
accuracy of the Rolex watch be secured.” 

This seemingly insoluble problem has been solved: After 


years of untiringsresearch, and at the cost of innumerable 


difficulties, the waterproof case was finally created in « 


1926. This invention which was applied exclusively to the 
Rolex watch, was also the first realization of the perman- 
ently waterproof watch—and still is. The fact that, like 
an oyster, it can remain an unlimited time under water 


without detriment to its parts, gave me the idea of 
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christening it the “Rolex-Oyster”, the name under which 
8 y 


it has become famous throughout the world. 

It was on October 7th 1927, that the “Rolex-Oyster” un- 
derwent the ordeal which was to justify its name, On that 
day, Mercedes *Gleitze, a young London stenographer, 
swam the Channel in 15 hours 15 minutes, and with her 
went a faithful companion, rte Peeeine the 
surprise of the reporters presént at her landing, when they 
found that the wach was still running as perfectly as if it 
had never left dry lead. 


‘ 
The event caused a sensation at the time, for the water- 


proof watch*was still unknown to the general public. On 
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the greg og or —— ; had of course preoccupied many famous horologists of the 


past. The creation of the “Perpetual” driven by the fam- 


ous “Rotor” was definitely perfected by Rolex in 1931. 
Fan nan bet 
OE seas 


The waterproof watgh«had in itself marked a great step 
Pree ey «e=Serward towards the realization of this new achievement: ony, 
; an automatic watch can function with the utmost regular- 
ity only if the movement is placed in a waterproof case, 
2 These two inventions gave a renewed impetus to the Swiss 
te SSS = " : watchmaking industry. Stimulated by the success of the * 


Sater eeerot “Rolex-Oyster” and the ‘“‘Rolex-Perpetual”, other manu- 


« facturers: followed in the construction of waterproof and 


e automatic watches antl, as a result, millions of pieces of 
November 27th 1927, I reserved the front page of the 


“Daily Mail” (at a cost of £ 1600) for an advertisement 


proclaiming the success of the first waterproof watch. 


A 
This was the first step in the triumphant rise to fame of | 
the “Rolex-Oyster”. . : | 
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The crowning of a life’s work 


. 
The logical outcome of the “Oyster” was the creation of » % 
8 ; 


e 
the “Perpetual” watch, whose movement is self-winding 


and guaranteed to run without interruption. This idea 
% 
ee 
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this type have been exported throughout the world. They 


are now universally known and form an integral element 
iH 


of modern life. ‘ 


« 


It has long been my belief that the\watch of the future is 


the “perpetual” watch, in other words, the automatic es— 


self-winding watch. In this field too, Rolex has been a 
pioneer. Without the waterproof watch, the “Perpetual” 
could never have been discovered. Moreover, had Rolex 
not obtained a perfect mechanism as regards precision and 
regularity, the disrepute into which the idea of the auto- 
matic watch had fallen after a long series of unsuccessful 
attempts in the past would have proved an insuperable 
obstacle against its ever coming into favour. 

The conclusive experiments to which the “Perpetual” 
movement has been submitted have made it possible for 
our technical department to bring out the’ movement in 
three different sizes, and a wide range of models, both 
for ladies’ and men’s wear is now on the market. On 
the occasion ‘of our 1945 Jubilee, we had the pleasure of 
announcing our latest “Perpetual” creation, the largest 
and most robust of our models: the “Rolex Datejust”. 

On examining the major characteristics and the details of 


this new creation, it cannot but be admitted that it is a 
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masterpiece of horological science. It is, in fact, a synthesis 


of all that has been achieved up to the present day. “Rolex 
Datejust” is the only automatic, absolutely waterproof 
watch in which the date is shown through a small aperture 
without need of a special hand, Furthermore, thanks to an 
ingenious method of fixing the hairspring, all danger of 
the coils being damaged by shock and causing mal- 
adjustment is eliminated. This is a considerable advantage 
and a most interesting feature for sportsmen. Further, this 
device also allows for a much closextiming or edjustment 


of the movement in the different testing positions. 


° 
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Against wind and tide 


« 


«trom its earliest. beginnings until September 21st 1931, 


Rolex’s had never suffered any set-back or regression. 
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The devaluation of sterling nevertheless spelt catastrophe 
for the firm, Our prices had always been quoted in Eng- 
lish currency and, when they had to be adapted to the 
new value of sterling, exports deceased by two-thirds, We 
therefore had to make a gigantic drive in order to feed 
new channels of trade other than the Empire markets on 
which we had previously concentrated most of our efforts. 
We then decided to set up a house in Paris, the better to 
study the French market; similarly at Buenos Ayres, for 
the Argentine. At the same time, we developed ‘the Italian 


market in conjunction with a technical work-shop in Milan. 


We also decided to organize business trips to all South 


Uy Pa ie 
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American ‘countries, to the West-Indies, the Far East and 


especially to China and Japan. In brief, no possibility 
was overlooked and hundreds of thousands of Swiss francs 
were expended in order to win these new world markets 
and to re-establish the firm on a sound footing. 

That we succeeded in our efforts was also due to the really 


unique performance of our chronomeiers, especially in 


© tests at the Kew Observatory. In effect, up to 1939, Rolex 


obtained the best timing results recorded by this Institu- 
tion for the whole of the wrist-watchmaking industry and 


for all sizes, from the smallest ladies’ watch to our “Prince” 


qcaliber. Twice, in 1925 and 1927, the official annual re- 


port mentioned the remarkable performance of the two 
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smallest Rolex calibers. One of these obtained the best 

result ever registered for so minute a movement: 86.5 

points and the mention “especially good’. : ‘ 

The second World War interrupteciour sending of chrono- 

meters to Kew for testing. Nevertheless, in 1942, Rolex’s* 
surpassed all previous achievements at the Neuchatel Ob- 

servatory by obtaining 9.6 points, the best result ever an- 

nounced for a movement not exceeding 30 mm in dia- 


meter, 


A pledge for the future 
On summing up the reasons underlying the universal 
prestige Rolex enjoys to-day, I find—apart from the 
chronometric value of our movements—that they must be 
attributed, to threertaaionss titsly, to the “Oyster” known 
everywhere as the permanently waterproof watch, for the 
making of which no plastic materials whatsoever are nee 
secondly, to our increasingly popular automatic “Per- 
petual” and, lastly, to our constant care to bring out new 
and pleasing models, sober and harmonious in design and, 


in true Genevan style. 
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And our task is not yet finished; we intend to intensify 
our efforts, But what has been achieved in the past serves 
to strengthen my faith in the future and my conyiction 


that the fame of Rolexewill prove worthy of the position 


« *ehas won in the world. H. Wilsdorf 


1000 numbered copies 
of the Rolex Vade Mecum have been printed. 
o 


